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U N P A C K I N G  T H E  S T O N E  B U D D H A
Li ke  all we a k l i n g s ,  1 des i r e  
s o m e t h i n g  el se—  
i n t a n g i b l e ,  b u t  s h a d e d  a n d  cool ,  
jus t  on  t h e  o t h e r  s ide
o f  t h i s  h i g h ,  s t o n e  wal l ,  t h e  l oose  c l ea r  c h i m e
o f  ice in glasses,  a n d  s o m e o n e  d i v i n g
i n t o  a poo l .  I t ’s o n l y  W e d n e s d a y  a f t e r n o o n
b u t  t h e r e ’s a l i t t l e  g a r d e n  par ty ,  t u x e d o e d  m e n
w i t h  si lver  t rays ,  q u i e t  l au g h t e r ,  y o u  c a t c h  g l i mp s e s
t h r o u g h  t h e  h edge s ,  o r  i vy - cove r ed
i ron  bars .  T h e y  have  a s h a d e d  grass  m e d i a n
to jog t h r o u g h .  I he r e  is a q u i e t  i n t e r s e c t i o n
wi t h  s t o n e  g a z e b o  a n d  f o u n t a i n .
You can  t u r n  t h e  c o r n e r
a n d  relax in t h e  s c u l p t u r e  g a r d e n
a m o n g  a n c i e n t  ma s t e r p i e c e s ,  a m o n g  m o d e r n  w o r k s
few p e o p l e  u n d e r s t a n d .
Across  t h e  s t r ee t ,  in t h e  M u s e u m  of  F i n e  Ar t ,
t h e y ’re u n p a c k i n g  t h e  s t o n e  B u d d h a
f r o m its w o o d e n  cr a t e .  At  1 1 a . m.  i t s  9 9  deg r ee s
a n d  8 0 %  h u m i d i t y .  T h e  l awn c r ews  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  c i t y
s ee m u n f a z e d .  In t h e  b a s e m e n t ,  u n s e e n
by H o u s t o n ’s mi l l i o n s ,  t h e y  u n p a c k  t h e  s t o n e  B u d d h a
on  loan  f r o m H o  C h i  M i n h  Ci ty .  S a n d s t o n e ,
2 , 0 0 0  years  o l d ,  r e m o v e d  f r o m t h e  e a r t h  in 1 8 6 3 ,  b u r i e d  t he r e ,
t h ey  be l i eve ,  by  f l ood .  N o  o n e  k n o w s
a b o u t  thi s ,  n o  o n e  c o m e s  to see it
t h r e e  m o n t h s  o n  d i s p l a y — a b a s e m e n t  ga l l e r y
w h e r e  n o  s u n  ca n  t o u c h  it,  t h e  d i m m e d  l i gh t s
a n d  d a r k  p a i n t e d  wal l s ,  m o s t  g ues t s  m i s t a k e  it
for  u n d e r  c o n s t r u c t i o n .
I leave m y  of f i ce  w i t h  h e a d a c h e s
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f r om t h e  co l d  ai r  we  re p i p i n g  in 
a n d  wa l k  t h e  r i ch n e i g h b o r h o o d .
By l i v i ng  her e ,  t h e y  can k e e p  e v e r y t h i n g  at  h a y — even seasons :  
w h e n  t h e  f l owers  s t o p  b l o o m i n g  
t h e y ’re d u g  o u t .  W i t h  m o n e y ,  t h e y  have  c o n q u e r e d  
l a n d s c a p e ,  t h e  d r a b  m o m e n t s
b e t w e e n  color .  In t h e  b a s e m e n t ,  t h e  s t o n e  B u d d h a .
( ' u t  f r o m t h e  rock ,  p o l i s h e d  d o w n  to t hese
t h i n  f i nger s ,  o n e  f oo t  r a i sed as i f  a b o u t  to s t ep  d o w n
f r o m t h e  2 x 4 ’s s u r r o u n d i n g  it,  i n t o  a s t r a n g e  k i n d
o f  af te r l i fe .  D o w n  in t h i s  d a r k  r o o m
w e ’re t r y i n g  to b u r y  it l ike t h e  river,  to p u t  it back
wh e r e  it b e l o n g s .  W e’re h o l d i n g  o u r  b r e a t h
wi t h  a c r o wb a r ,  p o p p i n g  each  b o a r d .
It can o n l y  be  l i f t ed o u t  by  h a n d ;  
we m u s t  t o u c h  it, a l t h o u g h  t h e  c o n t r a c t  says 
no  o n e  can  t o u c h  it. 1 go  l o o k  at  it, 
s q u i n t i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  d a r k .
W h e n  o u r  t h r e e  m o n t h s  exp i r e  
w'c s e n d  it back .
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